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REFLECTION FOR TRI-CITY STUDENT EXCHANGE PROGRAMMES
ON STUDENTS’ LEARNING
Raymond C.S. Man and Jonathan K.F. Lee
Department of Engineering, Hong Kong Institute of Vocational Education (Sha Tin), Hong Kong
E-mail: mcsing@vtc.edu.hk and jkflee@vtc.edu.hk
education institutes started to incorporate student
exchange programmes or study tours into curriculum as
a way active learning to enrich students’ learning
experience.
Recently, a 10-day tri-city engineering student
exchange programme to Singapore was arranged in
collaboration among the Department of Engineering,
Hong Kong Institute of Vocational Education (Sha Tin)
in Hong Kong, the Department of Engineering, Hong
Kong Institute of Vocational Education (Chai Wan) in
Hong Kong, the School of Engineering, Ngee Ann
Polytechnic (NP) in Singapore, and the National
Institute of Technology (NIT), Kumamoto College in
Japan. This was the second time collaboration of the
three institutes to provide an academic and cultural
exchange opportunity for the tri-city students. The
intended learning outcomes of the programme were to
widen students’ horizons in terms of academic and
cultural perspectives through interactions with students
from three regions; to experience the style and
discipline of dormitory life at NP; and to gain good
practices in Singapore institute’s programme delivery
and in industry’s operation and management.
The exchange programme was designed with a good
balance between academic activities and cultural
exchange activities. In the programme, students from
three regions were mixed and formed into groups to
complete a hands-on technical project. A series of
lectures, workshops, and presentations were conducted.
Industry visits were arranged to provide students with a
first experience in industrial practices. Furthermore, city
tours and cultural visits were arranged for students to
explore and experience the beauty and the culture of
Singapore.
Although different elements can be incorporated into
a student exchange programme, it is known that the
effectiveness of a student exchange programme in
achieving the intended goals might substantially
affected by the programme design, planning and
implementation. This paper discusses the development
and implementation of the abovementioned tri-city
student exchange programme. The aim of this paper is
to address and reflect the benefits of undertaking a
student exchange programme to higher diploma
engineering students in Hong Kong. The results can be a
reflection for tri-city student exchange programmes on
students’ learning. Hopefully, it can be a reference for
organizing similar student exchange programmes.

Abstract
Student exchange programmes or study tours
have been used in various education institutes in
different regions to enrich students’ learning
experience. Previous studies have demonstrated the
positive impacts of student exchange programmes to
students’ learning and development. However, the
effectiveness in achieving the intended goals of a
student exchange tour might substantially affected
by the programme design, planning and
implementation.
This paper discusses the
development and implementation of a tri-city
student exchange programme in achieving the
intended learning outcomes based on a joint student
exchange programme to Ngee Ann Polytechnic (NP),
Singapore. A group of higher diploma engineering
students in Hong Kong attended the second tri-city
student exchange programme in Singapore and
mixed together with the local Singaporean students
and another group of National Institute of
Technology (NIT), Kumamoto College students from
Japan for a series of exchange activities, including
joint project development, industrial visits and
cultural activities. With the effective coordination
among the three institutes involved, the tour was
successfully completed with positive feedbacks from
various stakeholders.
This paper aims to address and reflect the
benefits of undertaking a student exchange
programme to higher diploma engineering students
in Hong Kong. Students’ feedbacks and reflective
writings of the programme will be reviewed and
analyzed. Discussion on the design, planning and
implementation for future multi-city student
exchange programmes as an effective learning tool is
also provided in the paper. Recommendations in
organizing similar programmes will be addressed.
Keywords: curriculum design, intended learning
outcome, problem based learning, student exchange
programme
Introduction
In this era of knowledge and information explosion,
knowledge acquisition of students should not be
confined to the chalk and talk in the classroom. Various
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3: good; 2: Fair; 1: bad). Part B of the questionnaire
evaluated the extent of improvement of the students on
various aspects or abilities in a 4-point scale (4: very
much; 3: much; 2: some; 1: little), and the overall
satisfactory level in the programme in a 4-point scale (4:
very satisfied; 3: satisfied; 2: neutral; 1: dissatisfied).
Table 1 summarizes the questions in the questionnaire.
For the reflective writings, students were asked to share
their opinions or unforgettable experiences of the
programme.

Defined by Miao (2006), a study tour is a learning
and researching activity through personal visits to one
or more unfamiliar sites, where those sites are the
subject of study. Various education institutes around the
world organize student exchange programmes or study
tours to enrich students’ learning experience (Sakurai,
2012). It is a means of fostering students’ personal and
academic capabilities (Sakurai, 2012). Cross-cultural
connectivity and professional development have been
emphasized as the major benefits or functions of student
exchange programmes or study tours by plenty of
studies. Stone et al. (2014) mentioned that study tours
are intended to attain more than a superficial knowledge
of another culture, and thereby to understand the culture
of one another. The study of the culture of another is to
learn more about how one’s own system works (Hall,
1990). Hall (1990) believed that the most effective way
of learning about ourselves, our own values, culture,
and beliefs can be achieved from learning about another
culture. Therefore, cross-cultural experiences can attain
students with global-mindedness, stimulate students’
intellectual growth and professional development, and
enhance students’ personal development such as
maturation, self-awareness and independence (Harrison,
2006; Koskinen et al., 2009; Sakurai, 2012; Stone et al.,
2014).
Organizing a student exchange programme or a
study tour is a multi-tasking work that involves the
participations of a number of stakeholders. Though the
organizers play a key role in decision makings on
various aspects, perspective from students should not be
overlooked. Developing a programme that prospective
students perceive as useful and valuable will enhance
the probability of success in operating a short term
study tour (Evans et al., 2009). Evans et al. (2009)
conducted a study to investigate student perceptions of
different aspects of a short study tour. At the same time,
student preference for different aspects of a short study
tour was identified. It was found that cost is the most
important criteria, followed by the country or countries
in which the tour will take place.

Table 1: Questions in the questionnaire
Part A:
Evaluation on various components of
programme

the

1. Working/Living experience
2. Seminars/Training courses
3. Company visits, tourist attractions
4. Exchange activities with foreign students
5. Suggestions (e.g. theme, content, venue or events
suggested to be added for the activity)
Part B:
Evaluation on the extent of improvement of the
students on various aspects or abilities, and the
overall satisfactory level in the programme
1. Study/Work culture
2. Knowledge of history and culture
3. Communication skills
4. Team spirits
5. Self-management skills
6. Willingness of studying/working overseas
7. Foreign language ability
8. Willingness to participate in the similar activity in
future
9. Overall satisfactory level in the programme
10. Additional comments and suggestions
11. Things learnt from the programme
Tri-city engineering student exchange programme

Methods

The host institute of the programme was Ngee Ann
Polytechnic (NP) in Singapore. NP is one of the
Singapore's leading institutions offering programmes at
higher diploma level (Ngee Ann Polytechnic, 2016).
Another partner institute was National Institute of
Technology (NIT), Kumamoto College in Japan.
National Institute of Technology (NIT) (also named as
KOSEN) in Japan focuses on engineering education. It
offers programmes from higher diploma to degree level
aimed at educating students to be engineers with
practical knowledge and creativity and to be able to
contribute to the communities with professional skills
and knowledge of technology (KOSEN National
Institute of Technology, 2016). While Hong Kong
Institute of Vocational Education (IVE) is a leading
vocational and professional education provider in Hong
Kong. It offers an array of disciplines and programmes

Qualitative methodology was used in this evaluative
research. It reveals the effectiveness of a tri-city student
exchange programme in achieving the intended goals.
The programme was examined critically by analysing
the collected information, characteristics and outcomes
of programme.
The information and characteristics about the
programme were collected from the accompanying staff
of the programme from Hong Kong. The outcomes of
the programmes were evaluated based on students’
responses to a routine questionnaire designed by the
institute and the students’ reflective writings. The
questionnaire was divided into two parts (Part A and
Part B). Part A of the questionnaire evaluated various
components of the programme. Students were requested
to rate the components in a 4-point scale (4: excellent;
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at levels from diploma of foundation studies to higher
diploma (Hong Kong Institute of Vocational Education,
2016). To enhance the internationalization of students
and strengthen the strategic relationships with the
overseas partners, the above three institutes collaborated
together for the second tri-city student exchange
programme.
The exchange programme was designed for
engineering students. A series of academic activities and
cultural exchange activities was conducted within 10
days of the programme. During the period, students
from the three institutes were mixed together and
formed into groups. The students were required to
complete a hands-on technical project that involved the
design, assemble and programming of autonomous load
carrying vehicles. The vehicles with loadings were able
to change their directions and climb up a slope
automatically from a starting point to a destination in a
period of time as short as possible. To increase the work
incentive of students, a competition was organized.
Merits were given to the group of students that their
vehicle could deliver the heaviest load accurately from
the starting point to the destination and with the shortest
period of time. As a kind of problem based learning, the
students should attend a series of lectures and
workshops, and work together to solve any problems
encountered in order to complete the project. Each
group of them was required to give a final presentation
at the end to share their work outcomes. In addition,
industry visits were arranged to provide students with a
first experience in industrial practices, for example an
industry visit to the factory of a world famous flight
engine manufacturer, a site visit to the Marine Barrage,
and etc. Furthermore, city tours and cultural visits were
arranged. Students could take the opportunity to interact
with students from other countries in any time during
the trip. Other than attaining professional and technical
knowledge, the students could develop a cross-cultural
connectivity.

From the results of Part A of the questionnaire,
average scores above 3 were obtained in all the
evaluated components, namely working/leaving
experience, seminars/training courses, company visits,
tourist attractions, and exchange activities with foreign
students. This indicates various assessed components in
the programme were satisfied by the students.
According to the opinions of the students, most of them
mentioned the exchange programme was well organized
and hoped that the duration can be extended.
From the results of Part B of the questionnaire,
average scores above 3 were obtained in all the
evaluated aspects or abilities, namely, study/work
culture, knowledge of history and culture,
communication skills, team spirits, self-management
skills, willingness of studying/working overseas, and
foreign language ability. It reveals that most of the
students thought they achieved very much improvement
on all these aspects or abilities. Moreover, all of the
students satisfied with the exchange programme, an
average overall satisfactory level of 3.35 was obtained.
In addition, all of the students showed their willingness
to participate in the similar activity in future.
With the review of responses of questions 10 and 11
in Part B of the questionnaire, as well as students’
reflective writings about the exchange programme, all
the students treasured this exchange opportunity to learn
and to experience the life of students in Singapore.
Within a short period of time, the students had not only
opened their eyes but also gained lots of useful
knowledge and experience that might influence their
lives. The students attempted to re-evaluate themselves.
Through the interactions with foreign students, Hong
Kong students realized their strengths and weaknesses.
For example, they discovered that they were relatively
inactive and hesitative to raise questions. Moreover, the
exchange experience unreservedly revealed the
importance of communication to the students, especially
the communication in English. Besides, the students
learnt to appreciate different cultures, values, beliefs
and social manners. Through sharing and mutual
understanding, students from various countries had
developed friendships. This strengthened students’
social networks which would be useful in their lives or
future careers. As far as personal development of
students is concerned, it was the first time for most of
the students to live aboard with other classmates. On
one hand, they had learnt to be independent without
their parents. On the other hand, they had learnt to be
adaptive in living with others harmoniously.

Participants from Hong Kong
A total of 20 students from the Department of
Engineering, Hong Kong Institute of Vocational
Education (Sha Tin), and the Department of
Engineering, Hong Kong Institute of Vocational
Education (Chai Wan) participated in the exchange
programme. They were studying higher diploma
programmes in building services engineering, computer
engineering,
electronic
and
communications
engineering, electrical engineering and mechanical
engineering. The students were aged between 18 to 23
years. All the students were male.

Discussion and recommendations
Based on the feedbacks and reflective writings from
students, the intended goals of the tri-city student
exchange programme were achieved. In general, the
success of an exchange programme greatly relies on the
preparation and implementation efforts. The whole
programme is a cyclic process as shown in Figure 1.

Students’ feedbacks and reflections
All the 20 students completed and returned the
questionnaires. The results are summarized in Table 2.
Satisfactory results on different aspects were obtained.
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Table 2: Questionnaire results
Part A: Evaluation on various components of the programme
Number of responses
Excellent
Good
Fair
Bad
1. Working/Living
9
11
0
0
experience
(45%)
(55%)
(0%)
(0%)

Total
20
(100%)

Score (4-point scale)

Average: 3.45;
Standard deviation: 0.51;
Mode: 3; Median: 3
2. Seminars/Training
6
12
2
0
20
Average: 3.20;
courses
(30%)
(60%)
(10%)
(0%)
(100%) Standard deviation: 0.62;
Mode: 3; Median: 3
3. Company visits, tourist
9
11
0
0
20
Average: 3.45;
attractions
(45%)
(55%)
(0%)
(0%)
(100%) Standard deviation: 0.51;
Mode: 3; Median: 3.5
4. Exchange activities with
10
10
0
0
20
Average: 3.50;
foreign students
(50%)
(50%)
(0%)
(0%)
(100%) Standard deviation: 0.51;
Mode: 3; Median: 3.5
Part B: Evaluation on the extent of improvement of the students on various aspects or abilities, and the overall
satisfactory level in the programme
Number of responses
Score (4-point scale)
Very
Much
Some
Little
Total
much
1. Study/Work culture
8
9
3
0
20
Average: 3.25;
(40%)
(45%)
(15%)
(0%)
(100%) Standard deviation: 0.72;
Mode: 3; Median: 3
2. Knowledge of history
9
9
2
0
20
Average: 3.35;
and culture
(45%)
(45%)
(10%)
(0%)
(100%) Standard deviation: 0.67;
Mode: 4; Median: 3
3. Communication skills
11
8
1
0
20
Average: 3.50;
(55%)
(40%)
(5%)
(0%)
(100%) Standard deviation: 0.61;
Mode: 4; Median: 4
4. Team spirits
9
10
1
0
20
Average: 3.40;
(45%)
(50%)
(5%)
(0%)
(100%) Standard deviation: 0.60;
Mode: 3; Median: 3
5. Self-management skills
10
8
2
0
20
Average: 3.40;
(50%)
(40%)
(10%)
(0%)
(100%) Standard deviation: 0.68;
Mode: 4; Median: 3.5
6. Willingness of
7
10
3
0
20
Average: 3.20;
studying/working
(35%)
(50%)
(15%)
(0%)
(100%) Standard deviation: 0.70;
overseas
Mode: 3; Median: 3
7. Foreign language ability
11
9
0
0
20
Average: 3.55;
(55%)
(45%)
(0%)
(0%)
(100%) Standard deviation: 0.51;
Mode: 4; Median: 4
/
Number of responses
Yes
No
Total
8. Willingness to
20
0
20
/
participate in the similar
(100%)
(0%)
(100%)
activity in future
Number of responses
Score (4-point scale)
Very
Satisfied Neutral Dissatisfied
Total
satisfied
9. Overall satisfactory
7
13
0
0
20
Average: 3.35;
level in the programme
(35%)
(65%)
(0%)
(0%)
(100%) Standard deviation: 0.49;
Mode: 3; Median: 3
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and safety, for example food safety and hygiene; and to
collect students’ miscellaneous information, such as
emergency contacts, health declaration and etc. During
the trip, accompanying teaching staff plays an important
roles in guiding the students, managing and solving any
problems encountered. While students should be
encouraged to use their free time to delve deeper into
the culture of the country they visit.
At the final stage of the exchange programme,
solicitation of students’ feedbacks and evaluations
regarding all aspects of the programme is an important
post-tour activity to wrap up the programme. Students’
feedbacks and evaluations are useful information to
validate the successfulness of the programme.
Achievements and deficiencies can be identified for
future programme development and improvement.
Conclusions
Student exchange programme can extend the
classroom and provide an active learning experience for
students. Appriopriate and meticulous designed,
planned and implemented student exchange programme
can be an enhancer of students' professional and
personal development. In curriculum design, educators
can further investigate how to intensify the integration
of student exchange programme and curriculum.
Positive feedbacks from students participated a tricity student exchange programme were illustrated in
this paper. The results reflect the successfulness of the
programme in achieveing the intended learning
outcomes. Recommendations for organizing similar
student exchange programmes are suggested. Further
investigation can be conducted to investigate the
influence of a student exchange programme to the
academic performance of students by comparing the
academic results of students before and after the trip.

Figure 1: Cyclic process of an exchange programme
First of all, a working group with representatives
from all of the organizing institutes should be
established. Committee members of the group should
cooperate closely in the design and planning of the
exchange programme. They should attain a consensus
on the dates of the exchange period. For the design of
the programme itinerary, a good balance of the
durations of academic activities and cultural exchange
activities should be struck. This is to ensure both of the
academic and culture exchange functions of the
programme. The contents of activities should also be
designed carefully as this may affect the attractiveness
and effectiveness of the programme. To enhance the
probability of success, it is necessary to design the
programme with student perspective.
Once the framework of the programme is obtained,
various pre-trip implementation works should be
preceded, for examples, tendering and procurement of
flight tickets, accommodation and tour packages, fund
and sponsorship seeking, publicity, promotion and
student enrolment and selection. Committee members of
the working group should provide and update necessary
information with each other in order to ensure the work
progress and accuracy of decisions, such as correct
quantity in procurement. Taking into account the
affordability of students, the cost of the exchange
programme should be reasonable. Fund and sponsorship
should be sourced to support the students by minimizing
the cost contribution by the students. Regarding to the
publicity, promotion and student enrolment, it would be
a good practices to make good use of e-resources, for
example, Intranet, Internet, e-mail, online application
system and etc. For the selection of students, selection
criteria should be clearly specified at the beginning.
Student selection should be done based on fair
opportunity principle.
Before the departure of the trip, briefing to students
should be conducted to update the students with the
latest information about the destination, for example the
weather conditions; to advise on travel requirements, for
example the limitations on luggage; to advise on health
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